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How the Pragmatic Function of Intonation
Contributes to the Intelligibility of English1 
Yukako NOZAWA
Introduction
This study investigates how the use of the pragmatic function of intonation can 
ensure the understanding of the intention of speech.  I partially adopted the 
research framework of a series of intelligibility studies by Derwing and Munro 
(1997) and Munro and Derwing (2001) and examined the contribution of the 
use of intonation in conveying the implication of the utterance.  
　It is often the case that non-native speech is somewhat accented and this 
leads to the difficulty of understanding speech, that is, “a loss of intelligibility” 
( Mu n ro, Der wi ng & Mor ton , 2006 , p.112).  A se r ies of r e sea rch on 
intelligibility has clarified that the segmental features contribute to the 
intelligibility of speech, while the use of accented supra-segmental features can 
affect the comprehensibility, that is, the understanding of the content of the 
utterance (Derwing & Munro, 1997, 2001; Munro, Derwing & Morton, 2006; 
Pickering, 2009; Wennerstrom, 1994).  However, the use of the pragmatic 
function of intonation by EFL learners, which can convey the implication and 
attitude of the speaker, has been under-researched (Pickering, 2009).  
　This study, therefore, aims at examining how the implicational and 
attitudinal function of intonation can also contribute to the intelligibility of 
speech, assuming that these should be complementing another crucial aspect of 
understanding the utterance.  I firstly explain how this research interprets the 
concept of intelligibility and how the above-mentioned function of intonation 
contributes to the understanding of speech.  The second section describes the 
methodology of this research.  The third and fourth sections present and 
─52─
discuss the results, which is then followed by concluding remarks.  
1. Intelligibility and Intonation
1.1 Intelligibility
In previous studies on intelligibility, researchers have tended to adopt the well-
known framework proposed by Smith and Nelson (1985), which refers to 
‘intelligibility’ as “word and utterance recognition”, ‘comprehensibility’ as 
“word and utterance meaning”, and ‘interpretability’ as “grasping the speaker’s 
intention in producing utterance” (Nelson, 1995, p.274; Smith & Nelson, 1985). 
However, there are still other terms, constructed and used by different authors, 
although it seems those terms correspond to the above three divisions proposed 
by Smith and Nelson (1985).  Among them, this study adopts Bamgbose’s 
understanding of intelligibility as, “a blanket term” (Bamgbose, 1998, pp.10-11) 
to cover the three divisions by Smith and Nelson (1985). 
　Among intelligibility studies, Jenkins (2000) especially claims the role of 
phonology, i.e. the transfer of L1 sounds, as “the greatest single barrier” to the 
comprehension of the speech (pp.83-88).  Munro and Derwing (1995a) have 
largely contributed to identifying which phonological deviations, that is, 
‘accentedness’, can hinder the understanding of the speech.  In a series of 
studies employing listening and transcription tasks, they clarified that 
intelligibility, i.e. the extent to which a speaker’s utterance is understood, is 
influenced by the accentedness of segmental features in it.  Also, by having 
subjects rate speech on a Likert scale, they revealed that comprehensibility, i.e. 
“the listener’s estimation of difficulty in understanding an utterance” (Munro et 
al., 2006, p.112) is affected by accentedness in supra-segmental features such as 
the placement of nucleus, the rate of speaking (Munro & Derwing, 2001), and 
the use of discourse intonation (Pickering, 2009; Wennerstrom, 1994).   
　Although the above-mentioned studies contributed to clarifying the factors 
of intelligibility and comprehensibility, the element of ‘interpretability’ viz. the 
extent to which “grasping the speaker’s intention in producing utterance” 
(Nelson, 1995, p.274) is made possible, has not yet been examined as a crucial 
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factor contributing to the understanding of the utterance.  The following sub-
section describes what features of phonology can play a role in ensuring 
interpretability.
1.2 The pragmatic function of intonation
For conveying the intention of the speaker, intonation is said to play an 
important role. ‘Intonation’ consists of length, loudness and pitch (Cruttenden, 
1997, p.8) and concerns the duration of a linguistic unit, to what extent the 
linguistic unit is made prominent, and, “how the pitch of the voice rises and 
falls” (Wells, 2006, p.1).  The use of intonation can “convey linguistic and 
pragmatic meaning” (Wennerstrom, 1994, p.403).  In English, it is understood 
that “different intonation patterns have different meanings” (Gimson, 2001, 
p.255; Levis, 1999b, p.373).
　The pragmatic function of intonation has been researched by Wennerstrom 
(1994) and Pickering (2009), both of whom adopted a framework of discourse 
intonation developed by Brazil, Coulthard and Johns (1980).  The former, 
Wennerstrom (1994), specifically revealed that the use of discourse intonation 
which contrasts the structure of the sentence, such as signalling the beginning, 
the continuation, and the end of the sentence, was not consistently used by non-
native speakers. The latter, Pickering (2009), on the other hand, reports how 
ELF (English as a lingua franca) speakers signify their ‘common ground’ or the 
“background to which new information is added” by the use of pitch movement 
(tone choice) and pitch level (key choice) (p.240) (cf. Roach, 1983, pp.184-187).  
　Both of them studied the use of discourse intonation which can contribute to 
intelligibility2, but intonation “can also carry the pragmatic meaning of 
something left unsaid” (Levis, 1999a, p. 43), or “implications”, which can be 
signalled by a falling-rising pattern (Brazil et al., 1980, p.104).  It seems that 
this function has been under-estimated since it has been rarely researched. 
This study, therefore, specifically examines how the use of intonation contour, 
a ‘falling-rising’ pattern, which is frequently used to convey attitudinal or 
implicational meanings of the utterance (Gimson, 2001, p.267; Wells, 2001, 
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p.10), can contribute to one constituent of intelligibility, that is, understanding 
the intentional meaning of the utterance.  The next section describes how I 
conducted the research.
2. Methodology
In this study, 20 Japanese learners of English3  and six native speakers of English 
were recruited voluntarily. The 20 Japanese participants engaged in tasks for 
Japanese learners of English by participating in Recording Session 1, Listening 
Session, and Recording Session 2. After all the sessions, they filled out a 
questionnaire.  On the other hand, the native speakers of English were asked to 
engage in ‘interpretation tasks’ by listening to recordings and interpreting the 
intention of the speech of the Japanese learners of English. 4  The following sub-
sections give the details of how each session was conducted.
2.1 Tasks for Japanese learners of English
The Japanese participants were asked to participate in three sessions.  Firstly, in 
Recording Session 1, they were asked to ‘respond’ to a yes-or-no question by 
reading the answer ‘Yes’ with two different nuances as shown in Example 1. 
Example 1. 
(1) A: Do you like cookies? 
     B: Yes. （積極的に肯定） (positive answer)
(2) A: Do you like cookies? 
      B: Yes. （積極的には肯定できない） (hesitant answer)
　As seen in Example 1, both of B’s responses are affirmative answers, but the 
learners need to somehow convey the two different intentional meanings.  
　After Recording Session 1, they were asked to move on to the listening 
session and listen to 13 sentences and judge the intention of each response to 
the questions, as shown in Example 2.




　Immediately after one trial, they chose the speaker’s intention by ticking the 
bracket, the intended meaning of the speaker was revealed .5After the listening 
session, they were asked to go back to the speaking task again in Recording 
Session 2.  They ‘responded’ to the question by A, the researcher, by reading 
the t ranscr ipt shown in Example 1 aga in.  Fina l ly, t hey f i l led out a 
questionnaire on their English proficiency and experience of living abroad, and 
wrote down what kinds of phonological elements they paid attention to when 
they tried to differentiate the intention of the responses.  All of their speech in 
Recording Sessions 1 and 2 was recorded and then presented to the native 
speakers as the interpretation task for them.
2.2 Interpretation by the native speakers of English
In the interpretation session, six native speakers of English (three males from 
England, two females and one male from the U.S.) were recruited. They were 
asked to listen to the recordings and interpret the intention of each response of 
‘Yes’ by the Japanese participants and control group of native speakers of 
English (one male and one female, both from England) through a multiple 
choice task,6 as shown in Example 3. 
Example 3.
(1) A : Do you like cookies?
      B : Yes. 
a. definitely positive answer
b. probably positive answer
c. definitely hesitant answer
d. probably hesitant answer
e. none of the above
(1) A : Can I take this one?
      B : Yes.
[　]  a. 積極的に肯定している
[　]  b. 積極的には肯定できない
[　]  c.  a、bのどちらでもない
[　]  d.分からない
(13) A : Did you enjoy the trip?
 　   B : Yes.
[　]  a. 積極的に肯定している
[　]  b. 積極的には肯定できない
[　]  c.  a、bのどちらでもない
[　]  d. 分からない
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　As both Recording Sessions 1 and 2 materials were presented randomly, 
none of the native speakers knew which response could be from Recording 
Sessions 1 or 2.  They listened and interpreted the intention of all the responses 
from the Japanese participants.  The following section presents the results of 
their interpretations.
3. Results
In analysing the results, scores were given according to how precisely an 
interpreter’s estimation matched the intended meaning in each case.  For 
instance, when the listener interpreted the same intentional meaning as the 
speaker intended, and it was chosen with a ‘definitely’, two points were given, 
while when it was chosen with a ‘probably’, one point was given.  If the 
intention was not received by the listener as the speaker intended, no points 
were given.  The percentage of ‘correct’ interpretations of the intended meaning 
is demonstrated in Figure 1.  As can be seen, more than 90% of the intentions 
of the positive affirmative responses were understood as intended, while less 
than half of the hesitant responses were interpreted correctly at Recording 
Session 1.  As shown in the percentage of the native speakers’ control group, 
conveying hesitant intention seems more difficult even for native speakers.
　Figure 2 illustrates the percentage of the correct answers in the listening session7 
by the non-native participants.  As Figure 2 shows, it seems that the learners can tell 
the difference between a positive and a hesitant ‘Yes’ by the different intonation 











Figure 1. The percentage of 'correct' interpretation by NS listeners 
Recording Session 1 Recording Session2 NS control group 
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　The correlation between listening and production at Recording Session 2 is 
presented in Figure 3.  As Figure 3 illustrates, the participants who were marked with 
a higher score than others in the production stage after listening gained a near perfect 
score also in the listening task.
　Overall, the intentions of the positive and hesitant response of the most of the 
participants were successfully interpreted by the native listeners, and the Japanese 
learners also perceived the difference of the two intentions performed by different 
intonation contours correctly.  However, the scores of four participants are noticeable: 
Participants 7, 9, 13, and 17 received remarkably lower scores in production.  On the 
other hand, Participants 1, 3, 5, 6 and 11 achieved higher scores than others.  The 
possible causes of these results are discussed in the following section.
4. Discussions
According to the answers in the questionnaire, while other participants paid attention 
to the duration and pitch movement, Participants 9 and 13 did not.  Instead, they paid 
attention to the pitch level.  However, Participant 9 achieved full marks at the 
listening task.  In the questionnaire, she answered that she also focused on another 
element, that is, she found the speed of the utterance was higher in the positive 






Figure 2. The percentage of the correct answers 
of the listening task 
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perception, but for production, it did not ensure the intelligibility of her responses.  
　As for Participants 7 and 17, they did not fail to find the difference in the two 
contours. However, Participant 17 paid attention to the pitch level and gained lower 
scores in perception, while Participant 7 concentrated on the duration and the pitch 
movement and, thus, was good at perceiving in the listening section.  In the case of 
Participant 17, she perceived the falling-rising pattern less correctly, which resulted in 
lower performance in production.  On the other hand, Participant 7 was good at 
perceiving but, here again; proficiency in perception did not transfer successfully to 
proficiency in production. In short, if learners had more exposure and practice in 
production, they would be able to internalise the rules of intonation more correctly.  
　It seems that other participants used pitch movement and duration successfully and 
their intentions were perceived as intended.  Among all the participants, as Figure 3 
shows, the output of Participants 1, 3, 5, 6, and 11 achieved more than 90% correct 
interpretation by the native listeners.  The results seem to be relevant to the fact that 
all of them focused on the contour or duration of the hesitant response.  Another 
possible factor is the experience of living abroad.  In particular, Participants 5 and 6 
have lived abroad for more than 5 years and learnt English as their second language. 
This might, arguably, have influenced their performance (Flege, Munro & Mackay, 
1995).
5. Conclusions
This study investigated how the use of a falling-rising intonation inf luences 
intelligibility, that is, whether the implication of the response can be received as the 
speakers intended.  According to the result in which the participants who paid 
attention to the use of intonation contour or duration successfully carried the meaning 
of the utterance, we can conclude that the use of intonation should be one of the 
important factors for ensuring intelligibility of an utterance.  
　The limitation of this study is that it did not analyse the intonation contours 
visually.  Analysis of their deviations should be more helpful feedback to the learners. 
It also enables measuring the pitch (Hz), intensity (Db), and time (secs, duration) and 
focuses only on pitch movement by excluding the interfering factors such as 
individual difference in tone and volume.  In terms of teaching English, introducing 
these functions of intonation and distinguishing tasks with visual images of their own 
How the Pragmatic Function of Intonation Contributes to the Intelligibility of English
─59─
speech can contribute to facilitating the learner’s development in conveying the 
intonational meaning and ensuring the intelligibility of their speech.  
　Finally, future research requires studies on intelligibility of ELF speakers as well 




1 This paper is part of the author’s MA dissertation submitted to the Graduate 
School of Education, Waseda University in January 2009.  
   
2 Here, it particularly refers to ‘interpretability’ in Smith and Nelson’s (1985) work.  
   
3 The participants consist of 10 male, 10 female learners.
   
4 This research only focused on the use of intonation and prepared the stimuli that 
can exclude the influence of other phonological elements such as the pronunciation of 
segmental features, as it is seen as reasonable to test intonation (Brazil et al., 1980, p. 
143).  
  
5 This listening task was also designed for raising awareness of the implicational 
function of intonation so that the task could benefit the participants in the process of 
its completion.  
  
6 This time multiple choices were provided to interpret the intention, as “a vast range 
of adjectives” can be expected to describe the target implicational meanings (Roach, 
1983, p.185).    
  
7After half of the participants finished, the order of the sentences presented in the 
listening session is changed in order to assure that it cannot influence the percentage 
of correct answers of the participants.
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